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Introduction
This paper provides an overview of ‘les-
sons learned’ from the author’s decade 
long involvement in online teaching and 
learning, including eight years in the de-
velopment, implementation, teaching and 
administration of a wholly online Master 
of Arts in Applied Linguistics coursework 
degree program, which attracts several 
hundred students annually from around 
the world, and has won awards for innova-
tion, including being identified as a ‘flag-
ship’ program during an external review 
of the university. The author also spent 
a year at the Monterey Institute of Inter-
national Studies (Monterey, California) 
where she developed an online version of 
one of the core courses in their Master in 
ESL/EFL Teaching program, and she has 
also developed online versions of courses 
at her current institution.
The goal of this paper is to provide in-
sights into challenges or problems which 
may arise in teaching online in general, 
and specifically in the teacher education 
context, as well as proposing solutions or 
strategies which developers, teaching staff 
and administrators may find useful. Hav-
ing given workshops and papers at confer-
ences over the past decade, many of the 
same issues seem to come up, regardless 
of the specific technology(s) at the time. 
Background
Most of the ‘lessons learnt’ presented in 
this paper are the result of the author’s ex-
perience with the online Master of Arts in 
Applied Linguistics (or MAAL) program. 
The MAAL is a 48 credit point, wholly 
online coursework degree, which can be 
done full-time e.g., one year or part-time 
(up to four years). The program was first 
proposed in the late 1990s, development 
started in late 2000, and the first students 
began in mid-2001 and graduated in 
mid-2003. From an initial enrolment of 
approximately 10 students, the program 
grew to over 200 new enrolments annu-
ally by 2004, with students studying from 
all over the world. Data were collected and 
analysed throughout the development 
and implementation process, and used to 
inform the continual improvement of the 
program (Woodman, 2004, 2005, 2009).
Successful online teaching: creating 
interactivity in online courses
A lot has been written in the last few 
years about various issues in online 
teaching and learning. In the section 
below, the author will discuss her online 
teaching experiences with the MAAL 
and in blended programs at other 
universities, and provide some strategies 
and ideas for online class management 
and online teaching. While these tips 
come from work in teacher education, 
the pedagogical implications are equally 
applicable to the use of online delivery 
for teaching with most levels, topics, and 
ages.
Creating interactivity and self-re-
flection in online courses
Interactivity is not inherent in online 
courses. It needs to be built into the 
tasks and into the manner that students 
and lecturers approach the learning 
environment. Before we had begun 
developing the MAAL, the author had a 
conversation with a student which had a 
major impact on how she approached the 
development of her online courses. 
While waiting for the bus, the author 
and a student started chatting. When the 
author mentioned she was going to be 
developing an online degree, the student 
said that, despite being a computer science 
major, she hated online courses. Intrigued, 
the author asked why. The answer was 
very instructive: in the student’s online 
courses, while there was a grade for online 
participation, there were no specific tasks 
to do. In other words, students had to go 
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online and chat or post, etc., but without any specific purpose or 
goal. For some students – for example, those who like to blog or 
talk about themselves, this was fine. But not every type of student 
enjoys these kinds of ‘diary’ activities. This student wanted to 
have a specific task which was course-related and she could see 
was connected to the goals of the program.
As a result of this formative encounter, the author attempted 
to create online courses in which content and activities were clear 
in terms of process (e.g., what needs to be done and purpose, e.g., 
why they were relevant to the course, and student). Her online 
courses typically include required discussion questions which 
are related to specific readings and/or content and include self-
reflection opportunities, where the students have to explicitly 
relate the new theory or knowledge to their personal experience. 
e.g., What are some theories of second language acquisition in 
the reading/topic information? Have you ever learnt a second or 
additional language? Which theory(s) seems to best fit with your 
experience? Why? 
Since everyone knows themselves, they can always answer 
these kinds of questions. They both ‘localise’ and ‘personalise’ 
the learning. In addition, since students can always answer based 
on their experience, they find the activity less intimidating than 
answering questions where they think there are only ‘correct 
answers’, which is particularly important in graduate programs 
where many of the mature students may be returning to formal 
study after a number of years.
However, this kind of ‘localise and personalise’ activity could 
be equally applicable to students studying, for example, geography 
or languages: students are asked to compare (and discuss 
online) what they are studying, with their own experience. The 
proliferation of social media (Facebook, Twitter, etc.) means this 
kind of reflection on one’s own experience is both educational, 
and also familiar.
Based on feedback from students, this use of ‘applied’ self-
reflection can also lead to ‘deep learning’ (Woodman & Kourtis-
Kazoullis, 2007a; Woodman, 2009). “Deep learning” is the result 
of students having to put down in writing their understanding of 
key issues (because the postings are assessable) and because they 
have time to think about the issues before posting (because the 
task is asynchronous). This requirement for weekly (or ongoing 
writing) also has a side-benefit of developing student literacy and 
academic writing. In general, it is suggested that postings should 
be assessable in some way. Assessing forum postings (1) ensures 
that all students post, and (2) recognises the amount of work 
that is written over the course. Having a cumulative assessment 
e.g., 20 per cent over 20 postings, provides an incentive to post, 
but makes it ‘less scary’ since individual posts are not critical. 
The type of feedback is also important – to develop fluency in 
writing, comments focus on content, not grammar, spelling, etc.
The author tries to always include a choice of questions in 
her online courses so students can choose to post on questions 
for which they have interest and/or experience. Having choice 
also increases motivation. As noted previously, encouraging 
students to respond to each other also helps create asynchronous 
interactivity.
The implications for teaching:
• Have specific tasks which are clear
• Provide options and choices
• Incorporate applied self-reflection
• Assess, but in a ‘soft’ way, with cumulative grading
• Balance synchronous and asynchronous activities.
Many students who choose to study online may do so because 
of the flexibility they expect the delivery mode will allow. They 
may be working full-time, have family commitments, and/or live 
in different locations (including different time zones) from the 
institution and/or teacher. These types of expectations mean that 
use of synchronous, or ‘real-time’, activities (especially required 
or assessable synchronous activities) should be carefully 
considered. Even group work can be problematic, if group 
members are on different schedules, in different places, etc. It’s 
interesting that many teachers, in going online, feel only ‘real 
teaching’ occurs in synchronous interactions. However, email 
and texts are asynchronous forms of communication we use 
every day.
In the MAAL, most courses used primarily asynchronous 
activities for these reasons. However, some colleagues had 
success with group work and group presentations, but with 
small classes and sufficient time for the groups to ‘meet’, and 
with support from the lecturer and/or teaching assistants. 
Having assessable activities such as quizzes or tests can create 
challenges online. Are they available whenever a student wants 
to do them e.g., allowing students to progress at their own 
speed? Or are they set for a specific time e.g., and potentially 
causing difficulties for students on different schedules – or if 
the system crashes at that time. The university once had the 
whole online assignment system go down – just when most 
assignments were due in. 
Some strategies for online assessment to minimise the 
possibility of cheating include setting up online quizzes to 
randomly present questions, or to re-order answers for each user. 
In addition, we found that having weekly forum postings gave a 
good sense of the ‘voice’ of a student, such that having an essay or 
test that seemed very different would raise flags. 
The implications for teaching:
• Consider the needs of the students when choosing synchro-
nous and asynchronous activities, especially if they are  
assessable
• Use the options in online assessment systems to minimise 
opportunities for cheating
• Use a variety of assessment tasks e.g. forum postings, essays, 
quizzes, etc) to get a better feel for students’ ‘voices’.
Developing virtual communities in OL classrooms
In face-to-face (F2F) lecture halls or in large classes, many stu-
dents never even talk to their classmates. They come to lectures, 
listen, and leave. A similar thing can happen in larger online 
classes. However, creating a sense of community can be done in 
a number of ways. 
In the MAAL, in about the second year of the program, a 
‘MAAL’ homepage was created. This was actually a WebCT shell 
to which all students had access, so they could ‘meet’ everyone 
else in the program (e.g., instead of just those in their courses). 
The author also created specific forums which helped students 
to find others in the same country or from the same country 
e.g., ‘Neighbours’, and also one called ‘Swapshop’ which allowed 
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students to sell used MAAL textbooks to other students in their 
same geographical area (e.g, China, Japan, Canada). Apparently, 
a number of these virtual communities also became F2F ones, 
with MAAL students in, for example, Seoul South Korea, getting 
together for coffee and ad hoc study groups.
Also, encouraging students to personalise their learning envi-
ronment and share their experiences with classmates via blogs, 
personal webpages, links to Facebook or other social networking 
sites, can help develop a sense of community. Another option is 
creating opportunities for students to telecollaborate. The author 
and her colleague in Greece set up a ‘telecollaboration’ between 
the online MAAL students and her colleague’s M.Ed students at 
the University of the Aegean in Rhodes, Greece using a Facebook 
page, which eased access issues (Woodman & Kourtis-Kazoullis, 
2007b).
The implications for teaching:
• Create forums for students to introduce themselves and find 
others 
• Make students aware of personalising options
• Encourage students to use social networking to ‘meet’ class-
mates and/or colleagues around the world.
Online class management: Lurkers, Flamers and 
Technophobes
As noted throughout this paper, online teaching is similar in 
most ways to F2F teaching. Online is a delivery mode, not a dif-
ferent kind of teaching. In the online class, the teacher also needs 
to make sure
• Everyone is participating e.g., not lurking
• No one is disturbing the class e.g., flaming
• Everyone knows what needs to be done and how e.g., techno-
phobes. 
As in the F2F classroom, a key to class management is ‘pres-
ence’. The students need to know the teacher is there, and en-
gaged with the students.
Over time, the MAAL team developed a number of strategies 
for online class management. For example, if the students felt the 
lecturer was not involved, they complained. So, engagement was 
usually seen in terms of timely and judicious responses to stu-
dent postings either by the lecturer, or in larger classes, by the 
lecturer and teaching assistant, who both had ‘virtual seminar 
groups’ of students whose postings they monitored. This meant 
that even quite large classes of 100+ students could still feel the 
teacher was engaging with them. Engagement, happily, does not 
have to mean many long answers to every student’s question(s). 
Like in the classroom, experienced teachers do not directly an-
swer students’ questions, but redirect them to the class, to see if 
another student can answer: “That’s a great question. What do 
the other students think?” Using these kinds of management 
strategies from the beginning of the course trains students to an-
swer other students’ questions, and not rely on the teacher for ev-
erything. In addition, suggesting students ‘google X’, and report 
back to the class, helps to train them in e-literacy, and develop 
their own research skills.
Consistent monitoring of forums can also ensure that 
misunderstandings (which may simply result from the lack of 
body language and other context cues) do not get out of control 
and become ‘flaming’ e.g., outbursts or aggression. Most teach-
ing courseware packages or CMSs allow the teacher to send pri-
vate emails to students (a good first step with flaming), and to 
remove posts as well. 
Monitoring of individual student activity online which can 
be done in most CMSs can also ensure that lurkers, procrasti-
nators, and technophobes do participate. Lurkers are students 
who ‘listen, but don’t talk’. They are in F2F classes as well, we just 
don’t notice. As noted previously, having required and assessable 
postings ensure that lurkers do contribute. Having set deadlines 
for postings or other assessable activities can get procrastinators 
moving. The author eventually instituted deadlines for postings 
e.g., deadlines after which forums would be locked after finding 
some students would try to post all their required postings at 
the end of term, which clearly wasn’t very beneficial in terms of 
learning.
Finally, in many teacher education or adult education pro-
grams, the students may be returning to study after a number 
of years, which can make them apprehensive (in general), and 
having to study online can make it more scary. In the author’s 
experience, the beginning of term often required a lot of ‘cy-
ber-hand-holding’, reassuring students that they were doing fine, 
that everyone had difficulty, and that it wasn’t a competition. The 
latter was a particular concern among some students when they 
read the postings of more experienced teachers, or students with 
previous knowledge in linguistics. The author would suggest 
they use the best posts as resources for their own learning. In 
other words, she would suggest the student find someone who 
seemed to know what they were talking about, or whose posts 
made sense to the student, and ‘follow’ them throughout the 
course, using their posts as a resource.
The implications for teaching:
• Be active and visible in the online course
• Monitor student activity
• Be prepared to do some cyber-hand-holding
• Encourage students.
Avoiding 24/7: Setting boundaries for teacher partici-
pation
It is very easy for online teaching to become overwhelming. 
Contrary to the hopes of some administrators, online teaching 
usually involves more work than F2F, not less, especially in on-
line teacher education programs, where students often have a lot 
to say, and a lot to contribute. Student expectations can become 
unreasonable in terms of response time and amount of feedback, 
if guidelines are not clear from the beginning of a course. In the 
MAAL, we did a couple of things to address these issues. 
First, we posted a clear statement in the forums indicating 
that while the lecturer (or TA) read all postings, they would not 
be responding to all of them. We also encouraged students to 
post questions about the course, assignments, etc. to a specific 
forum called ‘Assignments’ so that all of the students could see 
the response, and the lecturer wouldn’t end up answering the 
same questions many times. Students were made aware that it 
was their responsibly to check for such postings. If some issue 
came up that was critical for all students, an email to the whole 
class, or a class announcement, could be made. We also post-
ed criteria for the evaluation of forum postings, and in some 
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courses, samples of assignments so students could have an idea 
of what was expected.
In addition, as noted above, the author would always encour-
age students to answer each other’s questions. As well as empow-
ering the students, by giving them the satisfaction of helping 
classmates, it lightened the load on the lecturer, and created in-
teractivity. 
The implications for teaching:
• Set clear limits on contact
• Encourage students to ask questions and post answers where 
the whole class can see the responses
• Train the students to answer each other’s questions
• Provide clear guidelines to students and others about who is 
responsible for what e.g., teaching, administration, pastoral 
care, etc.
Conclusions
Teaching and learning online can provide both challenges and 
benefits to teachers and students. This paper provided an over-
view of ‘lessons learnt’ from the author’s decade-long involve-
ment in all of these aspects of online teaching and learning. 
Hopefully, readers will find some of the lessons in this paper can 
make their online experiences easier and more productive.
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